Diagnosis and treatment of cardiac arrhythmias.
Cardiac arrhythmias are probably more common in horses than in any other domestic animal species. The most frequent clinical complaint associated with cardiac arrhythmias is exercise intolerance. Physical examination is characterized by auscultation abnormalities such as fast or slow heart rate, irregular rhythm, extra sounds, long pauses, or abnormal heart sounds. The electrocardiogram is used to make a definitive diagnosis of the dysrhythmia. Other laboratory and cardiac function tests are employed to determine the etiology and to assess the significance of the arrhythmia. Antiarrhythmic therapy is given when clinical signs specifically related to the arrhythmia are present, when hemodynamic parameters are compromised by the arrhythmia, or when the ECG reveals abnormalities that put the patient at risk for development of more severe arrhythmias. The cardiovascular drugs most frequently used are digoxin and quinidine. Digoxin is most commonly used for supraventricular arrhythmias, especially arrhythmias characterized by fast heart rates. Quinidine is very effective for short-term treatment of ventricular and supraventricular arrhythmias but must be used with caution because of the potential for toxic side effects. The cardiac arrhythmias due to vagal tone (sinus arrhythmia, sinus block, sinus arrest, sinus bradycardia, wandering pacemaker, first-degree AV block, and second-degree AV block) that are found in resting horses are generally considered to be normal and generally do not require therapy.